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EDITOR'S NOTE
At the June meeting of the International Society for the
Comparative Study of Civilizations, held at the University of Alaska in
Fairbanks, experts on civilization once again couldn't agree on how to
define it. And, in this issue of the Comparative Civilizations Review we
continue to push the debate forward by publishing a new and wellargued thesis on the subject by Professor Andrew Targowski.
As a consequence, it might be entirely legitimate to ask with the
late Max Lerner and other writers whether, since the United States
clearly constitutes a "new nation," the people of the United States also
live in an evolving civilization of our own making, or at least in a society in which individuals who have arrived from various nations and civilizations share in building a different and new one?
The bedrock of societies and civilizations, the immutable and
unchangeable realities, are what sociologists call "social facts." The
term was coined by one of the greatest social theorists of all time, Emile
Durkheim. In his important book The Rules of Sociological Method presented as "the classic discussion of the validity of the application of
scientific techniques to the study of social phenomena" - the entire first
chapter is taken up with a discussion of social facts.
It concludes, "A social fact is every way of acting, fixed or not,
capable of exercising on the individual an external constraint; or again,
every way of acting which is general throughout a given society, while
at the same time existing in its own right independent of its individual
manifestations." Further, a social fact, he says, is "to be recognized by
the power of external coercion which it exercises or is capable of exercising over individuals, and the presence of this power may be recognized in its turn either by the existence of some specific sanction or by
the resistance offered against every individual effort that tends to violate it."
If ever such a social fact existed about race relations in the
American civilization during its first several hundred years, it was the
caste system: whites on top, African Americans and Native Americans
below the line.
The caste system was described most famously by a Yale professor, John Dollard, in his 1937 work Caste and Class in a Southern
Town. This book was found by Stanford Lyman, in his magisterial work
The Black American in Sociological Thought; A Failure of Perspective,
to be "perhaps the most important study of the processes, functions, and
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maintenance of accommodation in the South."
"Caste has replaced slavery as a means of maintaining the essence
of the old status order in the South," wrote Dollard. "It defines a superior and inferior group and regulates the behavior of the members of
each group. ...Northerners look at the Negro through the constitutional window; southerners look at him through the caste window.
"The caste line works out also as an automatic block to social
advancement for the Negro and this means that the highest prestige
prizes are not accessible to him. For example, we bring millions of boys
into the world who are in training as future presidents of the United
States; no one expects, however, that Negro boys are really included.
Their caste membership silently excludes them from such high hopes.
"American caste is pinned not to cultural but to biological features
- to color, features, hair form, and the like. This badge is categorical
regardless of the social value of the individual. It is in this sense that
caste is "undemocratic" since it accepts an arbitrary token as a means of
barring Negroes from equal opportunity and equal recognition of social
merit. . Inferior caste results in a degree of social isolation for the individuals concerned. ... To the Negro, of course, the caste barrier is an
ever-present solid fact."
Caste was thus an aged American social fact - immutable, coercive,
and powerful. So, how did it come to be broken?
Some might argue it fell, in part, because of another powerful book
written sixty years ago. Its public impact was immense. Gunnar
Myrdal, a Swedish economist, made an international reputation with his
1944 work, An American Dilemma. The book and its 1,024 pages of
data and argument was the end product of a study that the Carnegie
Corporation had commissioned. Myrdal analyzed the nature of the race
relations; population and migration; economics, politics, and justice;
social inequality and social stratification; leadership and concerned
action; and the Black community.
Myrdal argued that the caste system of American race relations was
antithetical to the "American creed." And he proposed that since the
race problem rested in the hearts of men, it was a moral problem. It was
a dilemma, given the nature of the American creed, and thus it could be
resolved.
A crack appeared in the social fact.
Less than five years later, President Truman desegregated the military. Within a decade, Myrdal's critique of "separate but equal" played
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a large role in the Supreme Court's 1954 ruling in Brown v. Board of
Education of Topeka, which outlawed racial segregation in public
schools. Shortly after that the Civil Rights Movement took off in
earnest.
Further cracks appeared in the social fact of caste. The color line
was being erased.
But were there other developments that helped destroy the racial
caste system in our evolving civilization? We have tended to view the
flow of events which led to the abolition of the racial caste system in
America almost entirely as one which was strictly endogenous, of internal origin. We have thought that our actions, these books, our inward
American discussion, and the wonderful new laws led to social change.
Yet, when in 1965 we were joyously receiving news of great victories, the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights
Act of 1965 — thank you, President Johnson — how few of us realized
that another major building block to our new, desired, casteless
American society was being put into place and was almost unnoticed by
the Civil Rights Movement.
For that very same year a new law overturned four decades of prejudice and legitimized hatred known as the National Origins Quota Act.
When that act was being passed in the early 1920s, a eugenics "expert"
had informed the Congress that "We in this country have been so
imbued with the idea of democracy, or the equality of all men, that we
have left out of consideration the matter of blood or natural born hereditary mental and moral differences. No man who breeds pedigreed
plants and animals can afford to neglect this thing."
The horrendous laws that followed marred America and, as argued
by a German scholar in a powerful book, The Nazi Connection, contributed to the Holocaust. In 1965, in honor of President Kennedy's celebration of A Nation of Immigrants, the national origins legislation was
finally overturned in "the most far-reaching revision of immigration
policy in the United States since the First Quota Act of 1921." As a substitute for ethnicity and national origins, a system based primarily on
reunification of families and needed skills was introduced.
As a result, a great shift in the American population took place.
Through the decade leading up to 1964, Europe had accounted for half
of all immigrant admissions. The five countries at the top of the list
from 1941 - 1960 were Germany, Canada, Mexico, United Kingdom,
and Italy. Contrast this with Fiscal Year 1988, when Asia was highest
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at 41 %. In the 14 year period from 1981 to 1994, the five leading countries for immigration were Mexico, Philippines, China, Korea and
Vietnam. Total numbers of immigrants admitted also rose from
3,321,677 in the decade of the 1960s to 7,338,062 in the 1980s.
Meantime, the U.S. birth rate was declining.
Over the past half century, as the result of a principled legislative
act changing immigration policy, the composition of the domestic
American society changed dramatically. No longer would the American
population coalesce around an unhappy bargain involving simply
whites, African Americans and Native Americans. Today, we have a
complicated census form when it comes to the listing of ethnicities. A
new America has emerged.
Instead of two, society consists of many. How could the stereotypical bigoted sheriff enforce the caste laws, anyway, when he or she must
deal with Filipinos and Koreans, Peruvians and Mexicans, Jamaicans
and Turks, Chinese and Asian Indians? Where do they fit in to the
stereotypes of the past? When there are many subgroups, when the society changes, when the civilization evolves and descendants of the
Protestant founders of America no longer constitute the majority, the
old, "immutable" social facts are submerged. The caste line between
white and black crumbles in the face of a new reality.
Thus, in my opinion, an unanticipated or serendipitous exogenous
change to the American population constituted one link in a causal
chain of progress. It has been a significant factor, along with such more
widely recognized endogenous causes as our lawyers and freedom riders, demonstrators and educators, in ending of the racial caste system in
American race relations. Surely we should celebrate Brown and
remember all our heroes. We should equally celebrate the new
Americans who have helped revivify this society and, in the process,
wipe out an ugly remnant of the past.
Our civilization has evolved. We know what we were. The question now is, what are we to become?
Perhaps the experts on civilization within the ISCSC can study the
past in order to help guide America wisely into its potentially brilliant
future.
The University of Northern Virginia
2004
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